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Abstract


Distance education is growing at a rapid rate, 56 percent of post-secondary schools offered distance education courses (National Center Education Statistics, 2004) in 2000-2001, and the number is growing every year. Agriculture is listed as one of the top ten disciplines, developing distance education at the post-secondary institutional level (Irani, Scherler, Harrington & Telg, 2000). Studies show that adults are the most numerous distance education students. As more graduate courses and complete degree programs are moved online, it is necessary to understand how to transition an adult into a new learning paradigm (Brescia, Miller, Ibrahima & Murry, 2004). This study is a qualitative analysis, designed from the inside out, to give voice to adult distance students in order to understand what they need to be successful in a distance learning environment. The specific objectives were to explore and describe student readiness for online learning and explore and describe what preparation adult students feel they need prior to starting a doctoral program of study. Findings show that some students are willing to “jump in” and “learn as they go”, however other students feel “lost” before they get started. This study can serve as a spring-board for other distance education programs in assisting learners in their transition to online learning.

Introduction
The World Wide Web (WWW) has increased the ability to communicate with people all over the world. Higher education is harnessing the use of the web to deliver classes and complete degree programs. Over the last decade the use of the WWW as an instructional medium has increased dramatically. The most recent study by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Educational Statistics (2004) reported 56 percent of all postsecondary institutions offered distance education courses in 2001-2002, up 34 percent from 1998-1999. Continued growth is expected. The number of students enrolled in courses increased from 1.7 million in 1997-1998 to 3.1 million in 2000-2001 (National Center Education Statistics, 2004).

Online learning has been highlighted as a delivery system for distance learning in higher education as it can provide students who are dispersed across the nation with a wealth of interaction and rich learning experiences (Reiser, 2002). The discipline of Agricultural Education is offering classes and complete degree programs via online learning (Dooley, Kelsey & Lindner, 2002). Higher education, traditionally focused on young adults learning in a classroom, is experiencing a paradigm shift towards providing online education to a variety of age groups (Bates, 2000). According to Moore and Kearsely (1996), most distance education students are adults between the ages of 25 and 50. Given today's changing student population to include adult learners in most of higher education institutions and programs, there is a critical question of how to motivate them to fully be absorbed in the online learning process. Strategies need to be developed based on adult learner characteristics (Park, 2004).

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is based on constructivism (Piaget, 1973). The learning theories of Dewey (1938), Piaget (1973), Vygotsky (1978), and Bruner (1996) propose that learners will construct new knowledge based on their prior knowledge. In this perspective the instructor is a facilitator of knowledge. For Dewey (1938) knowledge is based on active experience. The main purpose of education is to improve the reasoning process as applied to solving problems. Knowledge builds around the process of discovery and is dynamic (Dewey, 1938).Vygotsky (1978) placed additional emphasis on the social context of learning. His theory called social constructivism stressed the importance of interaction with other people, i.e. other students and teachers.

Adult Learners

Distance education, built upon a unique relationship between learners and instructors, calls out for a qualitatively new pedagogy (Huang, 2002). One of the most salient attributes of online learning is that it allows adults to pursue their education, arranging it around their everyday lives (Vrasidas & McIsaac, 2000). Adult learners bring their particular needs to the online learning environment. The learning theory of constructivism has been proposed as being applicable to online learning (Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, Campbell & Haag, 1995). Petraglia (1998) expands that thought by arguing we should make “the attempt to make learning materials and environments correspond to the real world prior to the learner’s interaction with them” (p. 53). 

Knowles theorized that adults learn differently than children (Knowles, Holton III & Swanson, 1998). Andragogy, adult learning theory, has six principles. First, adults need to know why they are learning something. Second, adults are self-directed learners, meaning they take control of how they learn. Third, prior learning impacts what is to be learned. Fourth, adults need to be ready to learn. Fifth, adults prefer a problem solving approach to learning. They learn best when the knowledge is presented in a real-life setting. And finally, for adults to be motivated to learn, the new knowledge must help them solve problems they perceive as important. Another adult learning theorist, Brookfield (1986), investigated four unique, exclusive adult learning processes. First, self directed learning is how adults take control of their learning. Then, after adults have found the appropriate resources, they can think contextually and critically about the information. Third, teaching should be based on adults’ experiences, which are a valuable resource. Finally, learning to learn is crucial for adult development. This leads to lifelong learning.

Andragogy and constructivism stress an individual’s ownership of the learning process, through experiential learning and a problem-solving approach to learning (Knowles et al., 1998). The assumptions of distance learning for adults meet the guidelines of Learner-Centered Psychological Principles (American Psychological Association, 1997).

Learner Readiness

For adults, becoming a self-directed learner includes not only knowledge of study strategies but also practice and attitudes (Schräder-Naef, 1999). As the population ages, the demand for continuing education among older adults will increase. It has been pointed out that the ability of an adult to be a self-directed, lifelong learner cannot be taken for granted (Straka & Stöckl, 1998). The readiness and ability for an adult to succeed in an online learning format is furthered when there is a combination of appropriate learning environments with strategic training (Straka & Stöckl, 1998).Wickersham and Dooley (2001) reported that the learner and their willingness to be self-directed, control the difference between completion and non-completion of an online course. Online retention rates are a concern among higher education institutions. While the percentage of students who drop out of brick and mortar institutions has held steady at 40-45% for the last 100 years (Tinto, 1982), the impression is that the drop out rate for online classes may be 10 to 20 percentage points higher (Diaz, 2002).

Grow (1991) posits that the ability and confidence for a student to be educationally self-directed is linked to their expertise and familiarity within a particular field. Motivation, especially confidence, is related to achievement (Keller, 1999). Bandura (1982) and Mager (1992) believe that performance depends on a feeling of self-efficacy. Online learning presents many obstacles for adults who have little else but classroom exposure for their learning environment. Adults have known from the age of five onwards, that learning equals course, curricula and classrooms. Most adults have had 13 years of classroom experience in school, possibly followed by 4 years of college lectures, and then back to the classroom at work. This experience must be overcome if new learning models are to be successful (Clark, 2002). Smith (cited in Bernard, Brauer, Abrami & Sturkes, 2004) is quoted as stating “With an increasingly diverse range of pedagogical methods being employed by academics, little that students have previously learned in traditional classrooms has prepared them for the era of online learning” (p. 43). Students in our culture are used to the educational paradigm of the instructor as the sage on the stage. In an online environment the instructor is more of a facilitator or guide on the side, allowing students to learn collaboratively from one another. This is a huge shift for many adult students, one in which they need to be prepared (Palloff & Pratt, 2001).

For adults to function in an online learning environment, it is suggested that “curricula mold the students’ learning profile development” (Kell & Van Deursen, 2002, p. 32). Literature has suggested that university students are developing the skill sets needed to succeed in an online learning environment, but authors agree that universities need to address this issue in a formal way as they plan and deliver their academic programs (Oliver, 2001). Stokes, Basford and Cannavina (2004) find that students lack the educational readiness for interactive learning media. They also report that students have the transferable skills and enthusiasm to enable the use of those skills in future learning situations.

Students new to distance learning, specifically an online learning environment find themselves adjusting to a new educational environment supported by unfamiliar technologies (Kazmer, 2000). Students actively engaged in online learning recommend that increased training for using and managing the technology in their distance program would be beneficial (Kelsey, Lindner & Dooley, 2002; Dooley et al., 2002). Faculty have reported that students were unprepared to use web based technology and unprepared to communicate effectively via electronic means (Bozarth, Chapman & LaMonica, 2004; McVay Lynch, 2003). Increased training in technological skills and learning attitudes might increase learner satisfaction, leading to a greater student commitment to online learning (Biner, Dean & Mellinger, 1994).

Increasing Learner Readiness

Institutions of higher education offering online learning are turning to orientation classes to prepare students to be successful online learners. These classes are offered under a variety of forms. Some orientations are mandatory, others are only recommended. 

Oscail – the National Distance Education Center in Ireland - developed the Student Passport for elearning (SPel) program as a learner-centered pedagogically driven module to gradually introduce students to the use of electronic media (Lorenzi, MacKeogh & Fox, 2004). All students entering Oscail programs are required to take an introductory module. Students are introduced to the use of the online medium and are asked to reflect on the learning experience. The orientation uses a scaffolding approach to acclimate students to the online learning environment. The Oscail orientation uses four categories of support: (a) support as learner-centered design, (b) support offered by a tutor, (c) peer support, and (d) technical support.

Tech Camp, a face to face orientation offered for the students in the Pepperdine University educational technology doctoral program, was established to create a community of learners out of a group of newly enrolled students (Zieger & Pulichino, 2004). This orientation was successful in establishing a community of learners but not very effective in the communities learning the technology required to practice in an online environment.

The Ohio State University College of Pharmacy offers the NonTraditional Doctor of Pharmacy Program, online. To prepare students it offers an online orientation that encompasses an introduction to technological infrastructure, pedagogical issues, communication skills and study and time management for an online community of learners (Mungall, Green & Skunza, 2001).

The College of Business Administration at Tarleton State University offers an online orientation for all new online graduate students (Gaide, 2004). The orientation helps create a sense of welcome to new students, it provides an orientation to course requirements, it has modules that advise students about administrative issues and it familiarizes students with WebCT. The online orientation uses the same look and feel of its regular online courses enabling students to experience what they will in a real class.

McVay Lynch (2003) designed an online orientation to provide tools for independent, self-directed learning in a web-based learning environment. This orientation was recommended for students new to online learning and it was recommended that a faculty development/orientation be developed as well. The goal of the research was to give students a satisfying experience in self-directed learning where they could develop technological competence and gain confidence in their ability to be successful, independent learners. After the initial orientation research, the results were very encouraging that the orientation was beneficial. The university required all new online students to take the orientation.

The Department of Adult and Community College Education at North Carolina State University offered a degree program completely online and needed an orientation to offer the new students (Bozarth et al., 2004). The topics covered in the orientation were setting appropriate guidelines, guidance in online etiquette, available student resources, an assessment of the student’s readiness for online learning as well as technological skills.

The above mentioned distance education orientations have some common elements, however, at this point little is known about all the required components of an effective distance education orientation. 

Purpose

This study is the first phase of a multiphase study that is examining adult learner readiness for distance learning and the effectiveness of orientation efforts. This first phase was designed to offer a unique perception, in that it examines learner readiness and orientation efforts from the inside out, instead of the usual design of outside in. To design an effective distance orientation, it is necessary to understand what adult students need. Meeting student needs is critical to the success of adults learning via distance education (Kelsey et al., 2002). The objectives of this phase of the study were:

1. To explore and describe adult students’ perceived readiness for online learning.

2. To explore and describe what additional preparation (orientation) adults need to feel satisfied about their readiness to learn online.

Methods

This study is classified as expansion research within the qualitative research paradigm using naturalistic inquiry. The purpose is not to yield the same results as previous studies; the purpose is to expand on the constructed realities and processes of previous studies and “seek initial illumination of the context of another study” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993, p. 45).

The natural setting for this study included all of the graduate students from two cohorts (’04 and ’07) that have completed or are in the process of obtaining their doctoral degree in Agricultural Education. The program delivers instruction at a distance, using multiple delivery technologies. It is administered jointly by two institutions. The purposive sample had a total of 22 respondents, 10 from cohort ’04 and 12 from cohort ’07. There were 10 females and 12 males, with an age range of 27 to 62, spread out between the two cohorts. Respondents were coded with a unique identifier, to tract trends in the data that ensured confidentiality.

An email interview, found to be credible and transferable, was developed by the researcher, and sent to all cohort members. Students were asked about their perceived readiness for distance learning prior to the start of their doctoral studies, and their technological and learning readiness after they had taken several classes via distance technologies. They were asked if anything could have been done to prepare them for distance learning. There is no attempt to extend the findings beyond those that responded.

The interviews were printed and the researcher used the constant comparative method to compare across categories and construct meaning (Erlandson et al., 1993).This method described by Glaser and Strauss (cited in Erlandson et al, 1993, pp. 112-113) employs four distinct stages: (a) comparing incidents applicable to each category, (b) integrating categories and their properties, (c) delimiting the theory, and (d) writing the theory. From this analysis, the researcher determined the relationship of adult student perceived readiness with student need for preparation and how that relationship might impact the future design of an orientation for adult students new to online learning. Studies using quantitative analysis provide truth value through internal validity, applicability through external validity, consistency through reliability and neutrality through objectivity. Trustworthiness in a naturalistic study is established using techniques that support truth value through credibility, applicability through transferability, consistency through dependability, and neutrality through confirmability (Erlandson et al., 1993).

Credibility is supported through prolonged engagement, establishing trust and a rapport with the respondents. The researcher is a member of cohort ’07 and has had contact with members of both cohorts since August, 2003. Triangulation, enhancing credibility, occurs through two different cohorts’ involvement in the study. Draft copies, for peer debriefing of the findings, were sent to a department head who teaches online classes and has participated in online classes, at a separate institution. Member checks were accomplished by sending a synthesis of each interview to respondents, asking for verification of accuracy. Transferability may be achieved by providing enough detail from the purposive sample and resulting thick description, so that others can decide if the findings may be applied to other situations. While naturalistic inquiry does not attempt to generalize the results of one study to another population, some generalizations may be applicable in similar situations. Dependability is achieved by keeping detailed records of all collected data and resulting analysis. A copy of each email interview was printed and a synthesis of the answers was provided to each respondent for verification or correction. All documents and notes are retained for inspection. Lastly, confirmability of the study was addressed by including quotes from the raw data that supported the construction of theory and conclusions proposed by the researcher. While researcher bias may be impossible to completely separate out of the study, the design of this study may introduce new or unique insights that follow from certain biases of the researcher.

Findings

Perceived Readiness for Online Learning

Respondents were asked to “Think back to the beginning of their program.” “How did you feel about learning using distance education technology?” The overall theme from the respondents was one of excitement (2, 8, 10, 12, 16, 18, 22), however students were apprehensive (2, 4, 8, 11, 12, 13, 17, 18, 20, 21) about their ability to use and understand the technology. One student stated “unprepared, needing much help, but excited to dive in and learn” (7). Not all students were apprehensive about the technology; they were concerned that they would not be in a conventional classroom (2, 9, 11, 19), “it took some getting used to” (15).

Participants were asked to describe their perceived readiness, technologically, to participate in distance learning. Many of the respondents indicated that they were unsure of their technological skills, but were confident they could learn (1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 20, 22), one respondent “expected difficulties/frustrations” (2), while another “felt confident that I could learn what I didn’t know” (1). Several students felt “completely unprepared” (4, 5, 18, 21).

Participants were also asked to describe their perceived readiness of their learning skills. The major consensus was that the students felt their learning skills would be fine (5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22). One student stated “…did not realize all that distance learning meant, but was comfortable working independently, at least I thought I was. Ignorance was bliss” (3). Two students felt their learning skills might be “rusty” (12) and that their learning skills “need some sharpening” (8). Two other students felt there were as prepared as “anyone else” (3, 7,) that was starting the program. Those students assumed that everyone starting the program would have similar concerns about their ability to learn in a distance education setting.

Program Orientation Needs

When the participants were asked what could have been done at the beginning of the program to help them prepare for distance learning, two themes emerged: no prep was needed and prep is definitely needed. For those responding that no prep was needed, they “figured it all out anyway” (1), it was time to “jump in and swim” (12), distance learning “could not have been prepared for” (4), or that distance learning is “like on the job training, no preparation is necessary” (7).

For those responding that preparation is necessary, one student suggested a “full immersion in the program…a virtual trip through a class/semester in distance ed. An overview of the terms and a list of the “highs” and ‘lows” “pentacles and pitfalls” if you will” (5). Another student stated “I would have liked to have more time to learn about the technology and how it would work, before the program started. I felt like I was kind of thrown to the wolves….I felt all alone here” (20). Two students suggested, “Have a pre-course intro class” (9, 21). Another student commented “format of the courses, registration, course schedule etc, could have been explained more clearly. I feel like I was in a haze the first year, and was just going day by day” (6). Many students would have liked equipment and technology training before the first class (2, 4, 13, 14, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21), especially a “list of technology terms” (18) and training with the technology for the classes presented via Interactive Video (ITV) (1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 19).

Several students would like “printed instructions” on how to pay bills at both campuses, how to register at both campuses, and how to use and navigate within WebCT (6, 7, 11, 13). Students especially wanted help using the online libraries and how to effectively find research articles. Library usage was the biggest issue (4, 9, 11, 15, 17, 22), followed by a more comprehensive list of technology requirements at the beginning of the program.

After completing several classes delivered synchronously or asynchronously, respondents were asked to reflect and describe their feelings about participating successfully in the classes, both in learning skills and technological skills. Several students stated that they feel “anxious” at the beginning of each semester (2, 7). For two, their “skills kicked in after the 1st session” (13) and “technology became second nature” (15). For many of the students, their biggest concern was time management (7, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 21).

When asked if there was anything that would have helped them to be more successful at this point, the number one request of the respondents was for information on using the online library and effectively using the library for research (4, 9, 11, 15, 17, 22). Other suggestions listed were: (a) more informal communication with cohort members (2), (b) better time management (7, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 21), (c) students prefer flexible assignment schedules (4, 6, 8, 14, 22), (d) more technology information (2, 4, 13, 14, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21), (e) more dissertation/record of study writing information (14, 15), and (f) more face-to-face gatherings, spaced no more “than 6 months apart” (18).

Participants were asked to describe their favorite delivery method/s and what they liked about it/them. Four students like all delivery methods (1, 3, 7, 13), ten students prefer synchronous (2, 4, 5, 6, 10, 12, 18, 19, 20, 21) delivery ITV, and eight students prefer asynchronous delivery (8, 9, 11, 14, 15, 16, 17, 22). One student likes using chat while in an ITV session (6), allowing real-time conversation while the class is in session without worrying about audio delay. The overwhelming reason for ITV preference was the interaction between the instructor and the students. Those preferring asynchronous classes preferred doing class work on their own schedule.

Participants were also asked to describe their least favorite delivery method/s and what they didn’t/don’t like about it/them. Four students like all methods especially if there are no technical problems (1, 3, 7, 13). Five students dislike synchronous classes (2, 9, 11, 14, 18), nine students dislike asynchronous classes (2, 6, 12, 15, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21); one stated “I am missing the people aspect of the class. I am feeling lonely” (20). Two disliked viewing streaming video clips (15, 16). Two students do not like self-directed learning. One responded “Too much self-directed, and I don’t understand how to do all the assignments” (12). The other strongly responded “I will give up anonymity here, but we assume people will learn it on their own. That assumption is a major fault” (21). Several students do not like to participate in online threaded discussions (4, 12, 18); one stated “I do not care for the asynchronously delivered classes as well as the other. I am too much of a ‘people’ person for straight computer talk” (12). Another concern is that some asynchronous assignments were viewed as “busy work” (6).

Finally, participants were asked their overall feeling about distance learning. The dominant theme is that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. Cohort members stated that distance learning is “effective” (1), “worked for me” (4), “fits the bill” (9), “I love it” (12, 16), they “recommend” (17) distance learning, and that it is the “mode of the future” (7). There were a few comments that the respondent would prefer a residency program (2, 9, 11, 19), but distance education was the only way they could obtain a doctoral degree and it “works in a pinch. It has its applications...and still has issues. However, I believe it to be in a state that is ever-evolving and will only become better with time” (5).

Conclusions, Implications, Recommendations

Qualitative research methods give the respondents voice. There is no definitive statement for each question of the interview; however, as we listen to the students of this study, we hear that they are excited about furthering their education through distance education. Along with that excitement is apprehension. The data indicate that the biggest concern for students is the use of the technology, followed by the desire to effectively use the online library. Several students felt they could learn to use the technology without any prior preparation; even so, they would appreciate help understanding and using the technology and with the requirements of being a distance doctoral student. 

Some adult learners will be able to function in an online learning environment, learning what is needed, when it is needed. Yet, we can not ignore those students who feel lost before they begin their program of study. These students need more than a pat on the head and a pep talk. The data suggest that they have a feeling of frustration with the technology and their successful adaptation to self-directed learning. Many adult students have only known the learning paradigm of the teacher as the dispenser of information. When they encounter learner-centered instruction, delivered by technology they are not familiar with, then there is a disconnect between learner, instructor, and content. The data of this study support constructivism and adult learning theory as an instructional paradigm. Learners must also be taught technology skills and self-directed learning skills that will be needed to successfully function in an online learning environment. Once adult learners have the necessary technological skills, they can acquire new knowledge based on those learning experiences. By listening to the students, an orientation to online learning can be designed and tailored to their program of study.

The data compiled from this study suggest some elements that need to be included in an orientation to online learning. Those elements are: (a) a detailed list of technology requirements, (b) thorough training on the use of the required technology prior to the first class session, (c) instruction on saving documents in RTF format so all members can read distributed documents, (d) instruction and written handout on using WebCT and navigating within WebCT, (e) written directions for class registration, checking grades, financial aid, and paying tuition online, (f) instruction and written handout on effective library usage, and (g) instruction that helps a student transition towards self-directed learning.

This study examined doctoral students in one specific program. Future studies should look at adult student readiness as they enter a Master’s program, an undergrad program or just in time training needed for their work environment. Different student populations may need different online orientations. Those orientations then need to be evaluated as to their effectiveness in preparing students for online learning. Irani, Scherler, Harrington and Telg (2000) remind us that Agricultural institutions can lead the way in developing an understanding of the factors that impact adult distance learners’ future success. Land-grant universities and other Agricultural institutions have a mission to provide “life-long learning.” These institutions have an extensive infrastructure that can facilitate the delivery of distance education courses to learners across the globe. Distance learning will not replace a brick and mortar institution, nor should it. Distance learning fills a unique need for students that are time and place bound, yet they desire to further their education. The discipline of Agricultural Education is working hard to make that educational experience the best it can be.
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